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" Don't tell me that the curry-pestle has been known to
play the part traditionally assigned to the rolling-pin,"
I chuckled.
" Now, you're making fun of me, Dorothy," Umba
protested. " How shall I explain it all to you ? The old
saying was that the girl obeyed her father until he passed
his authority to her husband ; and that if the husband died
before her, the son became the master. It was, perhaps,
generally true, but always there were women, especially
older women, who had minds and wills of their own. They
did not become slaves to their husbands, and still less to
their sons. When it was commoner than it is now for men
to take several wives, the number one wife frequently
enjoyed an independence and an authority over the house-
hold that Western women might well have regarded with
awe. That happened in all classes. My grandmother was
the real master of our home before my grandfather died, and
later she had the last word in everything with my father
and the rest of the family."
" But wasn't that exceptional ? " I demanded. " Wasn't
she the solitary instance needed to prove the rule ? "
" Oh no," said Umba, shaking her head. " You'd be
surprised to find how often the same sort of thing took
place. Why, in some of the villages it was, and still is, so
frequent and so marked that it has developed into what
amounts to a matriarchial system."
" I can't say that I've seen much sign of it," I commented
wryly. " Wherever I've been in the country districts it has
looked to me as if the women were getting a raw deal, and
treated more like slaves than rightful members of a house-
hold"
" As far as the majority are concerned, you are right,"
Umba agreed. " A woman has virtually always had to wait
until she was growing old to acquire a say in family or
community matters ; and even when no question of purdah
arose, she has had very little opportunity of contact with